This book is a collection of essays on the ambivalent relationship between society and mental disorder, between people and their often-feared inner selves, and between psychiatrists' struggles to understand their field and society's struggles to understand psychiatry and psychiatrists. As the editors point out in the introduction:
From the Victorian backdrop to Margaret Atwood's Alias Grace to Timothy Findley's Headhunter, the mental hospital and the practice of psychiatry act as a fictional repository for our darkest fears. p 3
They also point out that this has been a problem, both in portrayals in the popular media and within psychiatry itself, that has generated some of the harshest criticisms from psychiatrists and historians such as Erving Goffman and Michel Foucault. The editors conclude that Canadian scholarship in this field is comprehensive and underreported.
Chapters 1 to 6 deal with topics from the 19th century and the period of the 20th century before the Second World War. This was a period marked by the isolation of people with mental illness in large institutions and the ambivalent attitudes of families and the broader society toward them and the asylums that cloistered them.
Chapter 1 describes institutional visiting in 19th-century asylums. Chapter 2 discusses madness and families in 19th-century Montreal. Chapter 3 describes the use of work therapy in 19th-century asylums and its shift from therapeutic to cost-saving purposes.
Chapter 4 describes the uses of asylums in turn-of-the-century Quebec. Chapter 5 discusses Ontario's first forensic psychiatrists. The legal approaches to mental disorders and problems that they faced sound quite familiar to forensic psychiatrists today. Chapter 6 discusses the fate of Aboriginal people in British Columbia in mental hospitals before 1950. It points out some of the same things that are noted today in the Aboriginal population.
After the Second World War, the field of psychiatry underwent wrenching changes. Despite its many problems, it shaped the psychiatry we have today. Chapter 7 discusses the role of Brock Chisholm in the immediate postwar period-a name that seems to have disappeared, although he was probably the most influential Canadian psychiatrist during and after the war. Among other things, he was the first director general of the World Health Organization.
Chapter 8 discusses epidemiology research in Nova Scotia in the 1950s. It points out the contributions of people like Alexander Leighton (Stirling County Study) in the ferment of Canadian psychiatry at the time. Chapter 9 reviews the psychedelic research in Saskatchewan by Osmond and Hoffer on LSD and mescaline. This was at a time when Tommy Douglas was reforming the health care system in the province and, soon after, in Canada. This is a scholarly book written by and for historians. Since it is written by many authors, there is some unevenness and some topics are of greater interest than others. Some topics are quite obscure, although Chapter 7 (Brock Chisholm) gives a wonderful insight into the psychiatric thinking at midcentury. The definitive book on the second half of the 20th century is yet to be written, but this book deals with some of the important areas. It is not an easy read for those without some knowledge of the history of the periods described; however, its message is important to us in the sometimes difficult practice of psychiatry today. 
